The significance of abnormal immune responses in patients with multiple sclerosis.
Early diagnosis of multiple sclerosis (MS) may be assisted by tests for the abnormal immune responses of the central nervous system (CNS) including oligoclonal IgG bands in the cerebrospinal fluid (CSF), increased CNS IgG synthesis, increased CNS antibody synthesis against multiple viruses and increased numbers of enlarged lymphoid cells in the CSF. Alterations in immunological responses are important in the pathogenesis of MS. Further studies are needed, however, to identify the antigen(s) and/or antibodies responsible for oligoclonal IgG in the CSF of MS patients. Also, the cause(s) for the other immunological abnormalities with diagnostic importance need to be identified. The increased synthesis of antibodies against multiple unrelated viruses suggests generalized alteration in the immune regulatory system. The etiology of MS might be multifactorial involving abnormal immunological responses, possibly precipitated by infectious agents acquired during childhood by genetically susceptible individuals. The immunological responses including alterations in myelin basic protein concentration, antimyelin antibody and immune complex activities in CSF, and in vitro stimulation, suppression and migration inhibition of blood lymphocytes appear to correlate with stage of MS and severity of CNS damage. Some of the tests may become useful in estimating the prognosis of the disease. Longitudinal studies are needed to clarify the sensitivity of the diagnostic and prognostic immunological tests and etiological significance of these abnormalities in MS.